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THE~ JOHN MUIR
N£WSL£TT£R

JOHN MUIR AT BIG BASIN:
Some Unrecognized Chronology in the Early Preservation of
California's Coastal Redwoods
by Howard R. Cooley, San Jose, CA
11

The battle we have fought, and are still fighting ... is part of the eternal conflict between right and
wrong, and we cannot expect to see the end of it. 11

The National Parks and Forest Reservations,
Sierra Club Bulletin, January 1896

l

n an attempt to draw John Muir out of the

wilderness ofhis Yosemite years and into
society, his friend Jeanne Carr in the 1870's urged
him to explore the Coast Ranges near San
Francisco and Oakland. We know from his
narrative that he made short excursions to Marin
and San Mateo counties in the mid 1870's but his
journals contain no notes concerning these
rambles. 1 Undoubtedly he had visited some of the
redwood groves of the Oakland Hills, San Mateo,
and Marin while staying with friends in the Bay
Area. His unpublished journal for October, 1874,
to February, 1875, is entitled 'Redwood; Yosemite;
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Shasta.' It was perhaps during his stay in San
Francisco that he made one of his visits to the
redwood groves. In his journal he included a
botanical observation of Sequoia sempervirens,
describing the variegated appearance of the
leaflets? In 1877, returning from a trip to
Southern California, he visited the redwoods
near Felton in the Santa Cruz Mountains. 3 In a
letter to Jeanne Carr, he wrote that he had been
to "the Santa Cruz Woods," and that he planned
to devote more time to the study of the
redwoods. 4 Whether he ever found the time for a
longer study of the species is not known, for very
(continued on page 5)

JOHN MUIR IN THE NEWS

JOHN MUIR MUSICAL TO BE PERFORMED
AGAIN THIS SUMMER

This spring season features much activity in the name
of John Muir. The California State Assembly has a bill
before it which authorizes the State Board of Education to
adopt a model curriculum to enhance recognition of the
educational aspects of Muir's birthday, April 21. The bill
authorizes the Board of Education to make a model
cuniculum guide available to schools for teaching
programs in relationship to Muir. Since 1995, the
.
California Department of Education has funded John Mmr
Day curriculum materials, available free on the Internet.
These materials could be updated and expanded and
provide the basis for a model curriculum. John Muir Day
itself was adopted in 1989 to encourage schools to conduct
suitable programs but unaccountably some teachers are
still not aware of John Muir Day. On April2, AB 1016
passed the Assembly Education Committee and will now
go to the Appropriations Committee. There is a great need
for publicity. Please e-mail, fax, or write to Danell
Steinberg, Chair of Assembly Appropriations Committee
and express your supp01i for AB 1016, which authorizes
the California Department of Education to adopt a model
curriculum for John Muir Day. Such a model cuniculum
can be largely based on existing materials or those
cunently being developed, so should be quite inexpensive
to produce. Write:
Darrell Steinberg, Chair of Assembly Appropriations
Committee, State Capitol, Sacramento, CA 95814 . Email
or fax: Tem.Reardon@asm.ca.gov Fax (916) 319-2111
and please send a copy to: John Muir Education Project,
P.O. Box 3543, Visaha, CA 93278. Email:
harold.wood@sierraclub.org Fax (801) 912-6164
The specific goals of Johit Muir

*
*

*

Day jor education are:

Raise awareness ofJohn Muir as "conservation 's
exemplar," a person whose values and actions virtually led
to the modern environmental movement, and whose vision is
still being followed today.
Increase understanding through examples of Muir's
scientific endeavors and observations. His experiences
contain an element of adventure as well as carefid scientific
observation, encouraging students to learn about their
biophysical environment and to understand the impact we
make upon it.
Take action through illustrating Muir's life and
achievements, and help students to make decisions and
solve current environmental challenges in their community,
state, nation, and world.

MOUNTAIN DAYS, the John Muir musical that has been
perf01med in recent years, will once again be presented in
Martinez, California in August, 2003. Based on highlights
from Muir's life, and featuring a lively score, the play will
be performed between August 1-23 . It will be performed
on Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays, as well as
Wednesday, August 20, and Sunday, August 17. All Muir
lovers owe it to themselves to see this production. It is
almost as if one were seeing Muir actually awaken and
walk through all the major sites of his life! For
inf01mation, PHONE (925) 798-1300 or VISIT
www.willowstheatre. org

***********************************************
UNSPOILED CUBAN ENVIRONMENT
SOON TO BE THREATENED

Newspapers and magazines lately have included several
feature-length pieces on the environment of Cuba, perhaps
most notably in the May 2003 issue of the Smithsonian.
Muir, of course, visited there as a young man, and he
would be pleased to know that this biodiverse natural
wonder, one of the largest islands in the world, is still
relatively unspoiled. However, the reason for its lack of .
development, and therefore the preservation of so many of
its unique sights and species, relates to the politics of the
last half of the twentieth century. It is speculated that once
Fidel Castro is out of power, developers will flock to
Cuba, and start to undermine its natural environment as
already has happened in most places in the Caribbean. But
for the time being, Cuba is home to pristine wildlife
swamps, rain forests and cloud forests, grasslands and
lagoons. John Muir would hope that this natural paradise
remains unspoiled while somehow the people enjoy a
better future.
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John Muir himself is in a competition to appear on the
California State Qua1ier which will be circulated starting
in 2005. A beautiful design of Muir against the backdrop
of Yosemite Valley is one of six being considered for the
coin that will be issued by the U.S. Mint. Thousands of
names were originally submitted for this honor, and the
Governor of California has full discretion to make the
ultimate selection for the California State Quarter. The
State Librarian, Kevin Starr, included Muir among the
finalists because of the number of letters he received in
support of Muir's inclusion. In fact, Starr commented that
Muir is the most admired of all Californians, as shown by
polls.
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Sally Miller Announces her Departure from
John Muir Center

has publicized Muiriana of all types: our conferences
and the resulting volumes, and also other Muir
publications and events; the new books, the
conferences acr<;>ss the country and the world, even
recordings, as well as new documents as they come
to light. The newsletter has introduced its readers to
as much of Muir scholarship and programming as
possible. It has highlighted and excerpted material
from the Muir Papers and has alerted readers to the
impact of Muir everywhere, whether in California,
Oregon, Alaska, Canada, Scotland, Australia, and
even run a feature on Muir in cyberspace. It has
excerpted material from new Muir publications and
introduced readers to publications on the
environment. The newsletter has run book reviews
of newly-published relevant publications, and has
reexamined earlier classics on Muir.
The newsletter has benefitted from the support
of a long list of Muir scholars from around the world,
only some of whom can be aclmowledged here. In
addition to Ron Limbaugh, scholars and writers who
have contributed to the newsletter or the Center's
other publications include Michael Branch, Frank
Buske, Howard Cooley, Ronald Eber, Robert
Engberg, Richard Fleck, Terry Gifford, Bonnie J.
Gisel, C. Michael Hall, Steven J. Holmes, J. Parker
Huber, Char Miller, Richard J. Orsi, Steve Pauly,
·Paul D. Sheats, Millie Stanley, Graham White, and
Dennis Williams.
In closing, it is my pleasure to thank publicly
those here at the University of the Pacific who have
supported the Muir publication program and have
made this program a success. Heartfelt thanks to
Ron Limbaugh, Daryl Morrison, and Janene Ford,
Director and Department Coordinator, respectively,
of the Holt Atherton Special Collections, Pearl Piper
who served UOP from 1940 to 2002 in a variety of
capacities until her retirement last year from the
Center's staff, Professor Robert Benedetti, the former
dean of the College of the Pacific, Philip Gilbertson,
UOP Provost, Professor Bill Swagerty, current
Director of the Muir Center, and most especially
Marilyn Norton, our key staff person and enthusiastic
environmentalist and Muir booster.

As founding editor of the John Muir Newsletter,
it is with mixed emotions that I announce the
conclusion of my work as Managing Editor of
Publications at the John Muir Center. Having
undertaken this responsibility in 1990, it seems time
now to move on to other endeavors. It has been my
good fortune to work with the Muir Center and the
myriad of authors, librarians and researchers with
whom I have come in contact over nearly a decade
and a half. I, as so many others, have been grateful
to the Muir descendants and the University of the
Pacific, the current guardian of the Muir Papers, for
laying the groundwork which served to encourage a
groundswell of scholarly and public interest in Muir
in the 1990s.
By training, I am not an environmental historian
or a western historian. I am a native Chicagoan with
a Ph.D. from the University of Toronto in social
history. I have published a dozen books and many
articles in areas such as immigration and labor
history as well as woman's history. Through those
various publications, I had developed some expertise
as an editor by the 1980s. As a result, Ronald H.
Limbaugh, who was already a significant Muir
scholar and would later be the founding Director of
the John Muir Center, invited me to assume. the
editorship of a quarterly journal, The Pacific
Historian, in 1985. At the time, we were colleagues
in the History Department at the University of the
Pacific. Through the next three years as the journal's
editor, I became familiar with western history,
including environmental issues, and began to know
authors in those fields . In fact, one of my first issues
as editor was a theme issue devoted to John Muir
(summer/fall1985), a forerunner of the Muir
Center's volumes on Muir. Hence, in 1990 when the
Muir Center was founded at UOP, it seemed logical
that Ron Limbaugh and I join together to staff the
Muir Center.
At the Muir Center, it has been my privilege to
edit a series of collections of essays based on some
of the presentations to the annual California History
Institute. These volumes include three on John Muir
(John Muir: Life and Work, John Muir in Historical
Perspective, and John Muir: Family, Friends and
Adventures), as well as other volumes. The quarterly
newsletter, publishing since the winter of 1990-1991;

Sally M. Miller, Managing Editor
John Muir Center for Environmental Studies
Professor Emerita of History
University of the Pacific
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Since 1991, I have detennined and published the
answer to this dilemma of fmding the location of John
Muir's 1872 Eagle Rock Avalanche. 2 The following is
copied from p. 24 of this cited reference:

A Book to Interest Muir, and the Rest of Us:
Sting Trees & Wait-A-Whiles: Confessions of a
Rainforest Biologist
William Laurance
University of Chicago Press, 2000

This dilemma of the location of Eagle Rock was
resolved by examining unpublished notes, letters, and
journal articles from the archival mircrofilm collection
of Muir's writings. In an unpublished journal .
description, Muir included additional details that he
later edited and omitted parts of for publication. In
the following citation, Muir crossed out the words in
parentheses and added words shown in brackets for
context: "Yesterday (March 26) at half past 2, AM I
was suddenly awakened out of a sound sleep by the
movements of my Cabin, back of Blacks Hotel."
"Turning in the direction of the huge uproar I saw
(that) the Eagle Rock [was] falling. (This rock) [It]
was 1500-ft-high +(was) capped by a large stone
somewhat like an eagle with wings outspread ready to
take [for] flight. It did take flight (last) [that] night."
"A second [severe] grand shock occurred about half
past 3 o'clock which caused a second rock avalanche
in the same (direction) place as the first, that is, back
of the Hutchings hotel. "3

A book on ecological issues of a few years ago has
just come to the attention of the John Muir Center.
Because the issues it raises are so germane to the concerns
of the Center, it seems appropriate to summarize this work
for our readers.
In the mid-1980s, Berkeley graduate student William
Laurance spent eighteen months in Australia's Queensland
rainforest, leading a group in study of the impact of
rainforest fragmentation on native animals and plants. In
the course of the work, the researchers became lightning
rods for attacks by local timber cutters and property
owners. Those groups feared that the campaign by the
research team and others to win World Heritage Area
designation from UNESCO would adversely affect their
livelihoods and their property values. Threats were hurled
at the researchers and their car damaged, apparently by
individuals fearing that all development in the area would
be halted in the interest of restoring some ecological
balance. The Australian federal government, noting the
serious issues involved, allocated millions of dollars for
reforestation work and plantation programs for timber
cutters who would work on softwoods rather than continue
to cut tropical hardwoods that take centuries to mature, and
the government agreed also to retool timber mills to handle
these woods. After much conflict, stopping just ~hart of
violence, an area-wide meeting brought understanding and
peace to the region, at least for most inhabitants. The
ecologists explained how deforestation was undermining
the fragile ecology so that the native plants and animals
were disappearing, replaced by opportunistic species. It
became clear that remaining fragments of the Queensland
forests had to be saved and linked to each other by
corridors of vegetation. In late 1988, parts of the
Queensland rainforest received the World Heritage
designation.

The Hutchings' Hotel (Hutchings' House or
Upper Hotel) that Muir refers to was located at
the site of Old Yosemite Village, between the
present Chapel and Sentinel Bridge. In the spring
of 1872 Muir was staying in a cabin behind
Black's Hotel (located just southwest of
BM-3965 and east of "Footbridge" on pl. 1).
This location matches the description of a "half
mile" or 0.8 km from the Hutchings' Hotel on the
south side of the valley. The site of the release
point of the rock fall would have been to the
north of Union Point or Moran Point, and the
talus deposit would be that behind the site of Old
Yosemite Village. "4
If you have any additional questions on this subject, I
can be contacted by email (gwieczor@usgs.gov) or by
telephone at 703-648-6788.

***********************************************
Update on Location of Eagle Rock

ENDNOTES

Gerald F. Wieczorek,
U.S. Geological Survey, Reston, Virginia

I.

Reprinted from the John Muir Newsletter, Vol. 1, No.
4, Fall 1991.

As a member of the U.S. Geological Survey who has
studied rock falls in Yosemite Valley since 1980, I have
spent considerable effort locating the site of John Muir's
Eagle Rock Avalanche. A description by Ron Limbaugh 1
of my early work has been reprinted on the Sierra Club's
John Muir website which can be found at:

2.

G. F.Wieczorek, J.B. Snyder, C.S. Alger, and K.A.
Isaacson, K.A., 1992, "Rock falls in Yosemite Valley,
California," U.S. Geological Survey Open-File Report
92-387, 1992. (38 p., 2 appendixes, 4 plates, 1 disk).

3.

Reprinted from the John Muir Papers, Holt-Atherton
Special Collections, University of the Pacific
Libraries, Copyright 1984 MuirHanna Trust and
published with pennission.

4.

Wieczorek, Snyder, Alger, and Isaacson, p. 24.

(http://www.sierraclub.org/john_muir_exhibiUframeindex.html?htt
p://www. sierraclu b.org/john_mu ir_exh ibiUjoh n_mu ir_newsletter/w
here_was_eagle_rock.html)
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(continued from page 1)
little on the subject appears
in his journals, his letters,
or his published works,
though he did return again
to survey the entire
redwood belt in 1896 with
the National Forestry
Commission.
Muir, of course, was not
the first to visit the coastal
redwood groves south of
San Francisco. To the
native Ohlone, the
mountains, redwood
forests, streams, coastal
marshes, and sea were
sacred, the spirits of nature.
Described in 1769 by
Padre Juan Crespi of the
Portola Expedition (Spain),
the redwood was initially
identified as a new species
in 1794 by naturalist
Archibald Menzies of the
Vancouver Expedition
(Britain), and first
described botanically by
A.B. Lambert in 1823, who documented its ability
to sprout from the stump.
Franciscan priests founded Missions Santa Clara
in 1777 and Santa Cruz in 1791. There redwoods
were used, and redwood is found in old fences,
buildings, and coffins. But the boom period of
redwood logging and mills began only after the
arrival of Americans at the middle of the
nineteenth century.
By the 1850's, hundreds of Americans had
begun to settle in the region. In 1862, William
Waddell built the first sawmill in Big Basin at the
confluence ofWaddell Creek and its West Fork,
about midway between the redwood groves and the
coast. In 1882, Tom Maddock filed a homestead
claim to 160 acres in Big Basin. Lumbering
operations in the area quickly increased and by
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1884 over a dozen lumber companies were
working their way into the basin from the coast.
At that time, it was more practical to move giant
logs downhill to the coast than to haul them over
ridges.
In 1889, Captain Ferdinand Lee (F.L.) Clark,
Ret., visited Big Basin and wrote several articles
for Bay Area newspapers encouraging
preservation ofthe basin's redwoods. San Jose
artist- photographer Andrew P. Hill decided in
1900 to champion the Big Basin Redwood
Grove. He became for the coast redwoods what
John Muir was for the giant sequoias. Joining
him as advocates were two Stanford professors,
R.L. Green and William Russell Dudley.
Together with other Bay Area preservationists
they organized the Sempervirens Club in May,
1900, the first effort to build public support for
the protection of coastal redwoods. And though
evidently not directly involved in the campaign,
Muir was woven into the network of people and
events surrounding the battle for the redwoods. 5
• When the Sierra Club was organized on
June 4, 1892, John Muir was elected
President and held the position for the next
twenty-two years until his death.
• Beginning in 1900, Andrew Hill's
illustrations appeared in several magazines,
including Sierra Club Bulletin.
• R.L. Green, Professor ofMathematics at
Stanford, represented the Sierra Club at the
first public meeting to save the redwoods,
on May 1, 1900.
• Another member of the meeting (soon to be
formalized as the Sempervirens Club),
William Russell Dudley, Professor of
Botany at Stanford, was elected Director of
the Sierra Club immediately on joining in
1898. His Forestry Notes became a regular
feature of Sierra Club Bulletin. 6 Dudley
had advocated a national park at Big Basin
or Gazos Creek at a Sierra Club meeting in
1895, at which Muir was also in
attendance. 7 Dudley said the park should
be established "before increased railroad
facilities have enabled private owners to

malce such inroads on timber now standing as
to render the park impossible. "8

• After fonnation of the Sempervirens Club in
May 1900, the members secured backing
from such groups as the Sierra Club. Some
members of the new club were also involved
in the campaign to protect the
Calaveras Big Trees which had
been purchased by a lumber
company in 1900.
Former Governor William. T.
Jeter, Chairman ofthe Committee
'
and Dudley, wrote a letter to John
Muir on November 5, 1900, inviting
him to the (fourth) meeting at the
Palace Hotel in San Francisco on
November 9 to consider plans to
purchase part of Big Basin from the
Big Basin Lumber Company? Muir
responded to Dudley on Nov. 9,
declining to attend the meeting
because, he wrote, "My views are
well known, and I could say nothing
new though I should talk till doom's
day." But he stated that he would
gladly help with money, writing, or
lectures. 10 In 1904, Mrs. Lovell
White, then President of the
Sempervirens Club ·a nd charter
member of the California Club,
named Muir an honorary Vicepresident. 11 Muir became at least a
paying member of the Sempervirens
Club. A letter from Secretary
Alexander Murgotten in 1907 states,
"Have received with dues, and $5 for Club
house." 12
By 1901, four large lumber companies, plus
twenty private holdings had claims to over sixty
percent ofBig Basin's 20,000 acres. F.L. Clark
wrote an article for Sierra Club Bulletin, February
1901, titled 'The Big Basin', in which he noted:

Soon a railway will be laid into and
through this unique ideal region.
That railway will be built,
temporarily, to carry out from the
Big Basin the noble redwood
trees ... and then its worn-out tracks
will be left to rot and bum with the
other unsightly, worthless debris ...
[N]oble sentiment...will, it is hoped,
preserve intact the wondrous
beauties of the Santa Cruz Big
BasinY

In 1901, numerous such articles,
regarding coast redwoods, continued to
appear in local newspapers and national
magazines. Muir himself wrote an essay on
sequoias that was found with his papers
after his death and published as 'Save the
Redwoods' in Sierra Club Bulletin in 1920.
The essay, in fact, was written in 1900. In
the article Muir called for protection of the
Calaveras Grove of Giant Sequoias, and also
wrote:

In particular, a reservation or
national park of the only other
species of Sequoia, the
Sempervirens, or redwood, hardly
less wonderful than the gigantean,
should quickly be secured. It will
have to be acquired by gift or
purchase, for the Government has
sold every section of the entire
redwood belt from the Oregon
boundary to below Santa Cruz. 14
Muir had published similar passages about
the Giant Sequoias many times; furthermore,
taking advantage of each opp~rtunity to generate
public concern over the issue. In his book Our
National Parks, published in 1901, Muir made
several brief references to the coast redwoods

'
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including one version of the above. He wrote, "....
There is not a single specimen of the redwood in
any national park. Only by gift or purchase, so far
as I lmow, can the government get back into its
possession a single acre if this wonderful forest." 15
While Muir favored parks as a means of
preservation, he hesitated when it came to
interfering with vested private interests. Further
evidence for this ambivalence is found in Muir's
response to a letter from Emma S. Howard, who
wrote him in September, 1900, asking for help to
protect the redwoods of Marin County. He replied
he would "gladly go to Tamalpias and a thousand
times farther to stay the ruthless destruction of the
forests you refer to. But, alas, all land thereabouts
is private property, and what more can I do in the
way of protest and efforts to make public opinion
for the defense of trees than I am doing?" 16
In the meantime preservation efforts on behalf
of the redwoods near Santa Cruz moved forward
when Governor Henry T. Gage signed a bill,
March 16, 1901, to create California Redwood
Park at Big Basin; but the land had yet to be
purchased.
The Microfilm Edition of the John Muir
Papers, contain some unpublished journal entries
that cast new light on the Muir chronology. His
journal for June, 1901, is labeled Trips to Boulder
Creek; Giant Forest. 17 The fact that a Boulder
Creek is found near Kings Canyon (in the vicinity
of Giant Forest) makes it easy to confuse this
stream with the one near Santa Cruz. Furthermore,
some of the entries regarding Giant Forest are on
pages opposite the Boulder Creek entries. This
random arrangement was one ofMuir's recording
methods. But upon transcribing the passages I
found references to "Waddell Creek," "San
Lorenzo Creek," and "SaratogaSprings," clearly
indicating Muir was describing the region around
Big Basin and Boulder Creek in the Santa Cruz ·
Mountains.
Biographers have long recounted that Muir
traveled widely between May and August, 1901,
spending a month with his daughters in Portland,
Oregon, and a month in the southern Sierra, then
on to Tuolumne Meadows with the Sierra Club.
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The journal cited above shows that he also
visited the Santa Cruz Mountains redwood
groves in early June.
A number of questions may be raised
regarding Muir's apparent cryptic role in the
historical events leading to the creation ofBig
Basin Redwood Park. Why did he visit the area
in June, 1901? Did he act as advisor to those
who were more directly involved in the effort?
After all, Muir was President of the Sierra Club.
Was he investigating the area to learn first-hand
the facts ofthe controversy? Was it a part of his
on-going tree studies? At the time, Muir was just
beginning to organize his manuscript notes for
Yosemite and Alaska, tasks which would take
many years. He was also in the middle of the
long political campaign
to get Yosemite Valley
added to Yosemite
National Park. Perhaps
the best explanation
comes from Muir
himself. Speaking at the
Sierra Club meeting of
November 23, 1895, he
said, "with reference to ...
preservation and
management ... this part
of the work ... dependent
on the action of
Congress [is] in great
part lawyers' work. ...
This formal, legal,
unwild work is out of
my line." He explained
that he had, through his
writing, called
everybody to enjoy the
wilderness. Yet, by
1905, he would be
immersed in the long,
and fruitless, political
battle to save Retch
Hetchy Valley from
being dammed.
At that time a

narrow-gauge railroad extended from San Jose to
Santa Cruz, along the canyon of the San Lorenzo
River and through Felton Grove. Stops along the
way included Boulder Creek, Ben Lomond, and
other small communities. 18 The stage
road ended just west of the dividing ridge
between Boulder Creek and Big Basin.
From there one had to walk or ride horse
on a narrow trail the two miles down into
the heart ofthe Basin. 19
Below is a portion of Muir's Boulder
Creek journal:
June 8 [-1901] Camp on Waddell
Creek, Boulder Basin Redwood .. 20
Many fine trees 8 to 10 ft. dia.
And upwards of 200 ft. high
around cabin meadow almost
perfectly virgin, primeval. Many
Douglas spruce with them tall as
•
sequma
.... 21
Leaving Big Basin, Muirmoved back
over the ridgeline toward Saratoga
Springs where he observed the results of
slash and bum logging. Numerous
articles had also appeared reporting the
effects ofbuming in the region. One from
1900 reads in part, ".... The suffocating
smoke ... covers our beautiful scenery as
with a black pall, day after day, hiding the
face of Ben Lomond with an unsightly
veil.. .. they are burning brush in the Big
Basin. "22 In the Sierra Club Bulletin article 'The
Big Basin', February 1901, F.L. Clark wrote,
"During this ride, one sees what the Basin will
look like in less than five years, iflumbermen and
tanbark-gatherers go on with the work, at
present...over the whole country traversed."
On the tenth of June Muir wrote in his journal:
"The whole basin denuded - first the best
redwood, then the poor, then the worst for
firewood - Madrone, Oak, laurel etc. The waste
in enormous quantities is burned, consuming all

the young trees, whatever is left from the axe and
leaving the ground barren. "23
The effect of the organized efforts to fund the
park authorization succeeded in 1902, when the
California legislature allocated
$250,000 to the Redwood Park
· Commission to purchase 2,500 acres of
Big Basin. 24 Later, on March 18, 1905,
the legislature abolished the Redwood
Park Commission and placed Big Basin
under the charge of the State Board of
Forestry. The result was to remove
control of the park from the direction of
educators and private citizens and place
it in the hands ofpoliticians. 25
Scandalous management policies soon
followed as from 1905 to 1908 the State
Board of Forestry cut living trees at the
new park. Again, it was public outcry
and newspaper articles that brought the
matter to public attention, and the
legislature finally restored the Redwood
Park Commission. The park was added
to the new State Park System in 1927 _2 6
During the controversy over treecutting by the State Board of Forestry,
the Sempervirens Club tried again to
enlist Muir's counsel. Andrew Hill
wrote to Muir on March 18, 1908,
asking him to speak at a committee
meeting ofthe club at Stanford on
March 23 to discuss the cutting of the
redwood trees at Big Basin with the
State Board ofForestry?7 The record
shows no response to Hill's letter, and at the time
. Muir was tending to his daughter Helen's health,
moving her to Arizona.
As is clear, a number of questions exist
regarding Muir's apparently cryptic role in the
creation of Big Basin Park. The journal entries of
his trip to this area in 1901 form an umecognized
piece of the Muir chronology, and the gathering
together of this data presents a subject largely
neglected by historians; and lends much weight
to the history of the early conservation

page 8'

movement which Muir's efforts greatly supported.

8. Ibid.
9. Muir Papers, 11/06511.

Redwood tree found at:
http://www.americanparknetwork.com/parkinfo/sklflora/compare.html

10. Muir Papers, 11/06512.
ENDNOTES

11. Muir Papers, 14/08261.
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BOOK REVIEW
God's Wilds: John Muir's Vision of Nature
(By Dennis Williams, College Station:
Texas A & M University Press, 2002.
xiv + 246 . Portraits, bibliography, index.)

Reviewed by Bonnie Johanna Gisel
(Bonnie Johanna Gisel is the curator for the Sierra
Club 's LeConteMemorial Lodge, Yosemite National
Park. She is the archivist for the William and
Mayme B. Kimes Collection, John Muir National
Historic Site, Martinez, California, and a research
fellow at the Beatrice M Bain Research Group,
University of California, Berkeley. The author of
Kindred & Related Spirits: The Letters of John Muir
and Jeanne C. Carr, she and the University of Utah
Press presently are at work on a book about the
Wilderness Quilt Project that Gisel designed for
LeConte Memorial Lodge's centennial to be
celebrated in 2004.)
In God's Wilds: John Muir's Vision ofNature,
Dennis Williams sets out-to paint a landscape that embraces the common ground upon which the
environmental movement and evangelicalism stand.
In his own words, Williams seeks to merge two
audiences, "The folks who know John Muir, who
may not lmow about the really important elements in
the matrix of his religious milieu and also the
religious folks who know something about theology,
but nothing about John Muir and how evangelicalism·
connects to the environmental movement through
him and others during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century." According to God's Wilds,
within the Evangelical Christian tradition, it is
acceptable to be pro-Nature.
No neophyte to the study of John Muir, his
religiosity and understanding of the relation between
God, humanity, and wilderness in relation to
evangelical roots, Williams began his study of Muir
with his 1992 Ph.D. dissertation, "A World of Light:
John Muir, Christianity and Nature in the PostDarwinian World" at Texas Tech University, under
the direction of Dan Flores. In 1992, at the third
John Muir Conference, Williams presented, "John
Muir, Christian Mysticism, and the Spiritual Value

ofNature." This essay was included in John Muir:
Life and Work, ed. Sally M . Miller (Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 1993). Expanding
his study, Williams presented research at the 1996
John Muir Conference, "John Muir, Scottish
Common Sense, and Nineteenth-Century
Evangelicalism." He delivered a paper at the
Environmental History Conference, in 1997,
unfurling another body of research, "John Muir and
the Evangelical Roots of Nature Preservation in the
U.S." Taking one final step in the process toward the
completion of God's Wilds, Williams presented "The .
Contents ofFaith: Muir's Vision ofNature in the
Midst ofNineteenth-Century Religious Ferment," at
the fifth John Muir Conference, in May 2001.
Williams's understanding of Muir's religious
and spiritual development brings forth divers fruits as
he peels back the layers of Muir's life to reveal the
matrix of reform theology and cultural milieu.
Brushed with a broad stroke of Scottish Common
Sense philosophy and the evangelical ties drawn up
from Daniel Muir's zealous work ethic slung upon
the backs of his eight children at the family farm in
Wisconsin and from his example as itinerate
Campbellite preacher, what more could Muir become
than a John the Baptist, who sought salvation for
God's people in the wilds of God's earth. Williams
provides a thorough study of antecedents to the
choices Muir made throughout his life to serve as a
prophetic visionary and voice for human salvation
through and in nature and wilderness. We meet Muir
on his thousand-mile walk, in the high Sierra, among
the Mountains of California, with the water ouzel
and the wild woolly big homed sheep, and at
Yosemite's beloved Retch Hetchy Valley. Williams
surmounts the tension between Christianity and
Darwin's natural selection in Muir's life and work;
and he glimpses the personalities who surfaced in
and around Muir's life- those who influenced Muir
or acted in ways similar to him.
But God's Wilds is more than an historical
narrative. Williams seeks further meaning in Muir's
writing through the use of exegesis- the close study
and critical explanation of a work most often used in
the study of Scripture. He acknowledges the use of
exegesis as a stylistic tool to retrieve the theological
motivation in Muir's life and work and the intended
purpose of his preaching through the spoken and
written word. The blending of a historical and an
exegetical approach to Muir, nuances the meaning
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and tone ofMuir's thoughts and actions in ways that
provide fresh insight. Still there is room to discover
more about Muir's religiosity and spiritual
development; and Muir's theology will be interpreted
from various viewpoints, depending on where the
search is begun. A case in point is the difference, for
example, between Williams ' s God's Wilds and
Michael Cohen's Pathless Way: John Muir and
American Wilderness (1984).
God's Wilds is not without an agenda.
Williams concludes that evangelicals, who should
have followed in the footsteps ofMuir, chose instead
"to defend the Bible from the academic literary
critics in Germany at the end of the nineteenth
century, and the concomitant reinterpretation of
Nature by biologists through the Darwinian rubric."
This led to theological and epistemological amnesia,
with conservative Christians battling over the
authority of Jesus Christ. In defending the Bible,
they ignored the attack on natural revelation cutting
Nature loose, failing to protect her, and permitting
her to become nothing more than matter. Williams
states that over time, conservative Christians lost
their pubic sense of spiritual connection to Naturea connection that Muir experienced and shared with
others . As environmentalists came to recognize the
spiritual connection and wondered from where or
from whom it arose, they were unable to locate a
public Christian figure to point to the tradition,
turning to the Far East for authority. For Williams
the person whom both Evangelical Christians and
environmentalists should consult is John Muir.
Williams places Muir upon sound and fitting
terra firma, both theologically and scientifically,
ground that makes common sense, ground that guided
and directed Muir to a lifelong search for the
preservation of both wilderness and human souls.
Caught up in the age within which he was born and
grew, Muir was then a man of mid-nineteenth century
America at a time when America was more forward
thinking than was he-the Progressive Era as
America and the world stood on the cusp of World
War I. It was near impossible for Muir to preach a
message of salvation through nature and about
wilderness with the conservation ideology of Gifford
Pinchot and Theodore Roosevelt paramount.
Williams brings us closer to an accurate portrait of
Muir's spiritual self; and God's Wilds will challenge
assumptions and stir future debate.

: j
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Costs are a problem everywhere, especially in academia
today. We can only continue publishing and distributing this
modest newsletter through support from our readers. By
becoming a member of the John Muir Center, you will be assured
of receiving the Newsletter for a full year. You will also be kept
on our mailing list to receive information on the biennial
California History Institute and other events and opportunities
sponsored by the John Muir Center.
Please join us by completing the following form and
returning it, along with a $15 check made payable to The John
Muir Center for Environmental Studies, University of the Pacific,
3601 Pacific Avenue, Stockton, CA 95211.

-------- - -- ---- - - - - ----------------- -- ---------~

Tes, I want to join the John Muir Center and continue
to receive the John Muir Newsletter. Enclosed is
$15 for a one-year-membership. Use this form to
renew your current membership. Outside U.S.A. add
$4.00 for postage.

J

Name ..... .... ... .. ..... .. ............ ..... ..... ... .. ................ ....... .... .. ... ...... .
Institution/ Affiliation ......... ..... .. ..... .. .... .. .. ........ ....... ...... .. ....... ..
Mailing address & zip code .. ..................... .. ......... ... .. ........ ..... ..

'-----------------------------------------------
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